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a narrative ballad, but of that there is no evidence. As Sir
Edmund Chambers says: "It may just as well have been a
lyric in praise of the singing of the monks themselves, or the
beauty of the building and its site, or of Canute's own generosity
in contributing to its endowment."11 The recording of the
song in the Ely chronicle does not prove that Canute really
improvised these words in the eleventh century; all it proves
is that a four-beat rhymed couplet with something of a ballad
swing was used in English verse in the twelfth century. It
shows that by this time, a break had been made with the
Anglo-Saxon tradition, and that there had been a shift to
a new verse-form of non-English origin. The song does
not prove that the genre of the ballads is of great antiquity;
it is simply part of the evidence showing that the ballads-
rest on verse forms which had been current since the twelfth
century.

These verse forms differ considerably from the Anglo-
Saxon verse of tradition. Anglo-Saxon verse is alliterative
and nearly always without rhyme; the lines have four main
stresses and a variable number of unstressed syllables, and
there is no grouping of lines into couplets or longer stanzas.
The new verse form may have originated in several ways. It
may have been taken over from the Latin hymns which had
for centuries been written in rhyme, in lines having a regular
number of syllables and a regular alternation of stress, and in
regular stanzas. Alternately, it may have been imitated from
the French lyrical forms which had been invented by the
troubadours in Southern France in the eleventh century and
taken over by the trouveres in Northern France in the twelfth
century. Whatever its origin, this new fashion in verse appeared
in this country in the twelfth century, and Canute's song is
one of its earliest examples. There are others: the hymns
of St. Godric, in rough-rhymed couplets, are believed to have
been composed before 1170, and other non-alliterative and
rhyming verse, like the Poema morale, was written down in the
twelfth century. By the end of the thirteenth century, this
technical innovation had become well established and a good
deal of stanzaic lyric had appeared, like the beautiful songs